Hearing deterioration in shipyard workers. Serial audiometry over a four-year period.
The hearing thresholds of a total of 58 workers aged 20 to 65 years were measured annually over a period of 4 years using Békésy sweep-frequency audiometry. Using these data, accurate values of the yearly rate of change of hearing threshold level were calculated. The rate of change of hearing threshold level due to presbyacusis was obtained from several data sets, and the rate of change of hearing threshold level due to noise was calculated. When the average hearing threshold level over the frequency range 2-8 kHz was considered, it was found to be possible to establish a significant rate of threshold shift caused by exposure to noise for yearly changes as small as approximately 2 dB. In the cases investigated about 30% of the ears showed a significant deterioration in hearing ability due to noise. When comparing the permanent threshold shift caused by noise in groups of younger and older workers, it was found that the younger workers exhibited less threshold shift than expected, whereas the older workers showed a greater threshold shift than expected.